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House of Burgess: Reserving the right to 
offend 


Pope condemns both attackers, satirists 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


I don’t take for granted my ability to do what I do. As I wrote in last week’s 
column, “Not afraid - Je suis Charlie,” a small cadre of gunmen perpetrated 
the worst acts of terrorism France has seen in more than half a century Jan. 


7. 


Operating under the direction of al-Qaida in the Arabian Peninsula, the 
terrorists targeted Charlie Hebdo, a weekly satirical newspaper, for the 


transgression of publishing cartoons mocking the Prophet Muhammad. The 


publication’s surviving staff published a new issue the following week with 5 
million copies printed, up from their usual 60,000. The cover features a 
crying Muhammad holding a “Je suis Charlie” (“I am Charlie”) sign with the 


headline “All is forgiven” emblazoned above him. 


I was proud to have the opportunity to show my support for free expression 


over barbarism. Journalists in Iran who did the same were punished. 


“A media court in Tehran ordered the reformist daily Mardom-e-Emrooz, 
which was in its first month of publication, to be closed down at the 
weekend because it had shown solidarity with ... Charlie Hebdo,” reported 
The Guardian's Saeed Kamali Dehghan Monday. “Iran's press watchdog, 
which operates under the country's culture ministry and Islamic guidance, 


also suspended the newspaper’s license.” 


So, when the pope first condemned the Paris attacks and then essentially 


blamed the victims, I took it personally. 


“Pope Francis said Thursday there are limits to freedom of speech, 
especially when it insults or ridicules someone’s faith,” reported Nicole 
Winfield of The Associated Press. “By way of example, he referred to 
Alberto Gasbarri, who organizes papal trips. ... ‘If my good friend Dr. 
Gasbarri says a curse word against my mother, he can expect a punch,’ 


Francis said half-jokingly, throwing a mock punch his way. ‘It’s normal. You 


cannot provoke. You cannot insult the faith of others. You cannot make fun 


of the faith of others.’” 


I was disappointed, especially given how many commendable ideological 
stands he has taken. As I wrote in my Jan. 8, 2014, column, “I like your 
style, pope,” he has eschewed worldly possessions, allowed for atheists in 
heaven and declared, “Who am I to judge?” when asked about gay people. 


Sadly, on this issue though, he is holding the party line. 


In 1989, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, supreme leader of Iran, issued a 
fatwa that instructed Muslims to murder British Indian novelist Salman 


Rushdie on sight. 


“The very attachment to our own faith induces us to deplore that which is 
irreverent and blasphemous in [’The Satanic Verses,’]” declared Vatican 
newspaper L’Osservatore Romano, according to a March 7, 1989, New York 


Times story by Clyde Haberman. 


In 2005, violence erupted around the world after Danish newspaper 
Jyllands-Posten published a dozen editorial cartoons, the majority of which 
depicted Muhammad. (Charlie Hebdo was sued in 2006 after it republished 


them.) 


“It is necessary and urgent that religions and their symbols are respected, 


and that believers are not the object of provocations that harm their 


progress and their religious feelings,” said Pope Benedict XVI on Feb. 20, 


2006, according to the BBC. 


These sorts of mealy mouthed responses are extremely distressing, 


especially since blasphemy laws in several countries are being enforced. 


“Raif Badawi, the Saudi blogger, was due to receive the second set of 50 
lashes today for insulting Islam, but it has been postponed on medical 
grounds,” reported The Independent’s Ben Tufft Friday. “He was sentenced 
to 1,000 lashes and 10 years in prison after creating a liberal, secular 
website, Free Saudi Liberals. He faces lashings every Friday for the next 18 


weeks, until the sentence is completed.” 


After news broke of the murders in France, Rushdie issued a statement 


condemning the attacks. 


“T stand with Charlie Hebdo, as we all must, to defend the art of satire, 
which has always been a force for liberty and against tyranny, dishonesty 


and stupidity,” he said Jan. 7. 


As do I. I don’t seek to offend, but I will never sit idly by while that freedom 


is taken away. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 
via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 
twitter.com/robaburg. 


